The knowledge from external sources has been recognized as critical for improving the capabilities of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to be competitive on the global market. The aim of this paper is to explore main factors which affect SMEs' choice of a dominant source for acquiring information and the knowledge about standards. The questionnaire survey research method was used to seek the response from representatives of 130 SMEs operating in Serbia. Our findings indicate four sourcesrelevant websites, services of consultants, inputs of customers as well as information received from business partners. Our results showed that larger SMEs, with a longer tradition in business, will have more chances to use Websites as a primary source for gaining knowledge about standards. Domestic SMEs shape their decisions to hire consultants predominantly because of a negative perception of standards. The usage of customer inputs as a dominant source for gaining information and transfer of knowledge about standards are influenced by SMEs' experience in business and negative perception of the benefits of standards. In the digital era, SMEs still suffer from a lack of resources or capabilities to use the Web and the Internet for acquiring information and knowledge about standards in the digital era.
Introduction
Capabilities of SMEs, to be competitive on the global market in a knowledge-driven economy, are high in agendas of many actorsgovernments, international organizations, chambers of commerce, professional organizations as well as industry associations. SMEs have to be at the centre of microeconomic competitiveness strategies -as they are dominant job creators on the global market (Haltiwanger et al., 2013) . In the European Union, 99.8% of all enterprises are SMEs and about 23 million SMEs provide around 75 million jobs accounting for 67% of total employment in the non-financial business sector (European Commission, 2016a) . According to the Annual Report on European SMEs (European Commission, 2017) , SMEs are a major source of entrepreneurial skills, innovation and employment. In Serbia, 99.4% of all enterprises are SMEs. SMEs in Serbia contribute a share of roughly 60% of employment and less than 50% of value added, compared with the respective EU averages of 67% and 57%. Micro-firms make a particularly small contribution, providing only 10% of value added which is 11 percentage points lower than in the EU (European Commission, 2016b) In emerging economies, a contribution of SMEs is to drive the development of a knowledge-driven economy, on the other side, in developed countries, SMEs support is seen as crucial for the recovery after the global financial crisis (Massaro et al., 2016) . However, SMEs are most vulnerable to: lack of information, knowledge and incentive; skill shortages; limited market power; high dependence on partners; market behaviour of competitors and information asymmetry affects them in many ways (Arcuri and Levratto, 2018, Chong et al., 2011; La Rocca et al., 2011) . In many cases, SMEs ability to acquire knowledge in the digital era is dominant prerequisite to develop and sustain competitive advantage on the global market.
More than ever before, global and regional initiatives for education about standardization are intensive and actual. The Joint Initiative on Standardization under the Single Market Strategy of European Commission, which started at June 13 th 2016, gives high priority on education about standardization (Action 3) and position of SMEs in standardization in supporting European competitiveness in the global market. Knowledge about standardization is important because of the role of standards and standardization in global and knowledge-driven economy, especially for the less developed countries. The capability of SMEs to acquire the information and gain knowledge about standards and standardization in the digital era has become the dominant prerequisite to develop and sustain competitive advantage on the global market.
The aim of this study is to explore main factors which affect SMEs' choice of a dominant source for acquiring information and knowledge about standards in the digital era. Nowadays, in the socially networked society, it would be logical that main sources of information can be found on the Web and the Internet. However, information and knowledge about standards, standardization and other related activities might be quite specific. After the introduction, the study provides a review of the literature in order to explain the importance of knowledge transfer for SMEs, the role of standards and standardization at a global market, roles of certification in SMEs and. The second section is dedicated to the research methodology (research questions, study design, data analysis and study participants). The results with the summary statistics for Discriminant Function Analysis (DFA) follow. Finally, the study offers discussion and conclusion remarks, with suggestions for future research.
Literature review

Importance of knowledge transfers for SMEs
Knowledge management practices in large companies are more elaborated in research studies then the same practice in SMEs (Massaro et al., 2018; Cantu et al., 2009; Pillania, 2006; Corso et al., 2003; Matlay et al., 2002; McAdam and Reid, 2001; Beijerse, 2000; Julien, 1993) . The SMEs are generally constrained by limited resources employed (Chong et al., 2011) , their management capabilities (Pillania, 2008) as well as the fact that large enterprises generally rely on systematic mechanisms to manage their knowledge-based resources (Cantu et al., 2009) . Primarily, the studies related to knowledge management in SMEs are concentrated on the acquisition and use of knowledge, treating it as an asset that is transferred by routines (Pittaway, 2005) . Although large enterprises have led the way in introducing and implementing various knowledge management initiatives (Wong, 2005) , there is a belief that today's SMEs should also invent and implement such practices in order to enhance their competitiveness (Cantu et al., 2009 ).
The majority of prior studies of knowledge transfer refer to knowledge typologies that distinguish between external and internal organizational knowledge (De Zubielqui et al., 2018) . While external knowledge may present knowledge transferred through collaborative arrangements, relationships networks, alliances and other different forms of interaction with external sources of knowledge (Lasagni, 2012) , the internal transfer of knowledge includes collaboration across formal organizational boundaries within and across SMEs (Chong et al., 2011) . The external transfer of knowledge has been recognized as critical to the competitiveness of SMEs in view of their resource limitations (Chong et al., 2011) as well as key drivers of SMEs innovation (Lasagni, 2012) .
External knowledge is generally believed to be of major importance to SMEs (Chen et al., 2006) which is why the internal knowledge management issues in these enterprises may thus not be sufficiently taken into account. Indeed, ''collaborating with external actors provides SMEs with greater access to a wider pool of knowledge, technologies and other external resources'' (De Zubielqui et al., 2018) . It is for these reasons that the integration of external knowledge from customer involvement and internal knowledge transfer into already existing systems and structures has become a new paradigm for organizational knowledge. It assumes that SMEs can and should use external sources as well as internal sources and internal and external paths to market (Chesbrough, 2006) as they look to advance their innovations, enhance core business performance and improve their competitiveness.
The rationale for SMEs adopting the concept of knowledge management is predominately linked to their learning orientation which refers to the ''organization-wide activity of creating and using knowledge to enhance their competitive advantage'' (Calantone et al., 2002) . According to the same authors, learning orientation includes the commitment to learning, shared vision, open-mindedness, inter-organizational knowledge sharing as well as firm innovativeness (Calantone et al., 2002) .
Many academics and practitioners have been examining the relationship between knowledge transfer (Liu et al., 2017; De Zubielqui et al., 2018) , innovation (Malerba and McKelvey, 2018) and firm performance (Leitner and Guldenberg, 2010; Han et al., 2016; De Zubielqui et al., 2017) . Whilst some authors explored the knowledge acquisition process of innovative SMEs in the context of geographic proximity to similar firms and canters of research excellence (Davenport, 2005) , to date, the focus has mainly been up to the open innovation practices and their effect on acquiring knowledge at innovative SMEs (Chesbrough, 2006; Elmquist et al., 2009; Gassmann et al., 2010; Ebersberger et al., 2012; Hewitt-Dundas & Roper, 2018) .
In line with these challenges, the study of Martin-Rios and Erhardt (2017) explored strategies for acquiring knowledge in technology-innovative SMEs and the role that informal and proximate relationships play in the development of knowledge networks through which knowledge transfer occurs. This seems to indicate that SMEs engagement in the exchange of various sources of knowledge is directly related to its economic activity and strategic knowledge priorities which shape the structural dimension of inter-organizational informal networks (Martin-Rios and Erhardt, 2017) . It is important to balance the exploitation of existing knowledge with an exploration for the new knowledge as both strategies are valuable and can gain the competitive advantage (Pollard and Svarcova, 2009 ). Ratnawati et al. (2018) summarize that SMEs cannot achieve competitive advantage if they only prioritize their own tangible assets, without seeking for the effort in acquiring knowledge. Due to resource constraints, SMEs usually tend to be more creative in working around these challenges in order to develop adequate knowledge management strategies (Desouza and Awazy, 2006) . Study of Sparrow (2005) related to different approaches towards the development of knowledge management strategies within SMEs showed that different groups of SMEs approach knowledge management in fundamentally different ways.
The strategies for acquiring knowledge in technology-innovative SMEs have been particularly emphasized by Whittaker et al. (2016) , according to whom SMEs can benefit from different capability strategies depending on their age. According to these authors, accessing external resources for younger SMEs can have a positive effect, while older SMEs can benefit from a combined strategy. Same study findings indicate that demographic characteristics of the owner and/or manager can influence the capability assembling strategy and are, therefore, an important contingency for the innovation performance of SMEs (Whittaker et al., 2016) . Furthermore, the study of Han et al. (2016) explored the influence of the knowledge transfer on subsequent innovation performance and the results showed that a high quality of overlapped knowledge has a positive effect on subsequent innovation performance, while the effect is negative for non-overlapped knowledge quality.
According to the experience of South Korea, the study of Rhee et al. (2009) showed that a continued commitment to learning is central to innovativeness and performance in technology-innovative small firms. The findings imply that market orientation and entrepreneurial orientation significantly influences learning orientation, respectively. Additionally, managers with entrepreneurial orientation and market orientation should place much emphasis on learning orientation in order to boost innovativeness and ultimately achieve performance (Rhee et al. 2009 ). These claims were supported by Study of Messeghem (2003) on 'corporate entrepreneurship' showed that SMEs, in the process of building up a framework for their learning activities, can still follow an entrepreneurial orientation. Similar results can be founded in the empirical analysis of Lasagni (2012) , based on data collected from 500 European SMEs, which indicate that innovation performance is higher in SMEs that are proactive in strengthening their relationship with innovative suppliers, users and customers. Considering that innovativeness is a key factor in SMEs competitiveness in today's globally competitive marketplace, knowledge transfer is definitely being recognized as the most valuable asset these enterprises can use to innovate their business as well as improve their performance (Ussman et al., 2001; Smith and Webster, 2000) .
Roles of standards and standardization at a global market
Standards can take various shapes and can be developed by governments, formal organizations for standardisation (e.g. international, regional or national), professional or industry associations, business associations and consortia as well as by companies. The proliferation of standards by many actors that develop or participate in developments of standards, different ways or mechanism for developments of standards, possibilities for global companies to develop standards in different frames and organizations, in accordance of their preferences (forum shopping) substantially changed the business experience one company may have on any market. Standards are dealing on predominately technical issues, however, their influences are mainly economic -standards can help or hinder companies' efforts to enter on specific markets (Hesser and Czaya, 2007) .
Even those it depends on nature of standards, the interrelation between standards and economic performances on micro and macro levels (e.g. technological change, competition and international trade and other) are evident (Pham, 2007; Blind, 2004) . A market for products and services is, in many ways, connected to "crystallization of regulation, technical standards, certification, accreditation into grantingor not grantinga product the right to enter to specific market" (Frankel and Galland, 2015) .
There has been an extensive literature on the rise of global standards (Androniceanu and Drăgulănescu, 2012; Barretta-Herman, 2008; Angel and Rock, 2005; Ponte and Gibbon, 2005; Dowell et al., 2000) . The focus has mainly been on the management system standards and the governance of global value chains (Popa, 2013; Renard, 2003; Ponte and Gibbon, 2005) ; pragmatic emergence of Standards Development Organizations (SDOs) (Loconto and Busch, 2010; Murphy and Yates, 2009 ) as well as the international trade, techno-economic networks and global market economy (Renard, 2005; Dowel et al., 2000 Gereffi, 1999 . Evidently, the literature strongly suggests the role of standards in governing the global economy (Nadvi and Wältring, 2002; Ponte and Gibbon, 2005; Loconto and of Busch, 2010) . While the focus has often been on the generic social, environmental and quality standards, Coe and Hess (2007) , point out that ''equal emphasis has to be put on the networks generating technological (industry) standards''.
According to Ponte and Gibbon (2005) , the role of global standards in shaping access to international trade should be understood in relation to the changing features of consumption in industrialized economies. In a situation where customers and end-users evidently seek value in their daily purchases, standards are often seen as a commonly accepted base for preventing information asymmetry -the fact that producers have much more information about their products than customers (Mahmoud et al., 2017; Nadvi, 2008) .
The popular myths that standards are applicable only to large enterprises, that implementation of standards can cause high expenses and that SMEs cannot benefit from standardization itself need to be busted (BSI, 2018) . Having in mind that standards have a considerable impact on governance structures in value chains and production networks (Coe et al., 2008) , global companies have become major players on the world stage (Dowell et al., 2000) and positions of SMEs are particularly complex. For SMEs understanding arena of standardization and learning how to benefit from the usage of standards are prerequisite for competitiveness even on local markets. A variety of interests of SMEs in standardization are still not clearly explained.
Given their economic relevance, the ability of SMEs to acquire knowledge about standards and become competitive in the global market is essential for economic development (La Rocca et al., 2011) . Therefore, in the situation where most organizations are experiencing changes in the global competitive marketplace, there is no longer a question if these enterprises should participate in the standardization process, but what is the most effective way to do that.
Role of certification in SMEs
Internationalization has become a cornerstone of competitiveness (Park et al., 2015) and ''the world economy is becoming increasingly integrated with continued declines in government-imposed barriers and continued advances in technology'' (Lu and Beamish, 2001) . Most SMEs are faced with international competition even on domestic markets, and they need the tool to add credibility. According to ISO (2018) certification can be seen as a useful tool to add credibility, by demonstrating that product, process, system or person meets the expectations. Certification is the provision by an independent body of written assurance (a certificate) that the product, service or system in question meets specific requirements (ISO, 2018) . In many cases, specific requirements are defined by standards.
Certification of SMEs is most apparent in the area of quality assurance, with the dominance of certification in accordance with the standard ISO 9001. Quality certification itself focuses on the organization's provision of competent staffing which includes providing continuing educational opportunities and knowledge transfer within the organization (Gingerich, 2007) . Several studies showed that external market-based factors (market growth and diversification), knowledge-sharing and interest representation are main motivators for certification (Melewar et al., 2008; Fransen and Kolk, 2007; Renard, 2005) . On the other side, the survey conducted by Heras-Saizarbitoria and Boiral (2013) indicate that organizations tend to adopt ISO 9001 symbolically in response to various interorganizational contingencies rather than as part of their adaptation to external pressures. Sitki Ilkay and Aslan (2012) found out that SMEs that are internally motivated for certification have partially higher performance than organizations externally motivated. The obstacles for the ISO 9001 certification in SMEs can be summarized as: high implementation costs, inadequate resources and insufficient external assistance Lo and Humphreys (2000) .
Results of empirical studies related to the effects of quality certification are different. Li et al. (2018) argued about the effects of certification on reputation. The study of Rillo and Mijatovic (2016) highlighted the fact that quality certification is more important to the organizations from developing countries as it is connected with ''building of reputation''. Study of Sadiq Sohail and Boon Hoong (2003) indicate that there are significant differences in performances between certified and non-certified organizations, supporting the hypothesis that ISO 9001 certification contributes to a higher organizational performance. Terziovski and Power (2007) suggest that organizations that seek ISO 9001 certification with a proactive approach driven by a continuous improvement strategy are more likely to derive significant business benefits as a result. The same authors note that ''organizations can effectively use the quality certification as a means of promoting and facilitating a quality culture, where the quality auditor is an important player in the process'' (Terziovski and Power, 2007) .
However, Rahman (2001) found out that there was no statistically significant difference between SMEs, with and without ISO 9001 certificate, with respect to the Total Quality Management (TQM) implementation and organizational performance. Sun and Cheng (2002) highlighted the fact that there is no significant correlation between the current ISO 9001 certification and improvement of business performance. Moreover, their key findings indicate that SMEs implement global standards and TQM practices mainly because of market requirements or external pressure rather than inter-organizational initiative (Sun and Cheng, 2002) .
Research questions
Based on literature review, as the knowledge transfer from external sources and external knowledge for SMEs has important implications for outcomes of SMEs, the information and knowledge about standardization are important prerequisites for competitiveness on even local markets, it would be important to more clearly understand what are the influences on SMEs decision to choose the dominant source for information and knowledge about standards. The research questions presented in this paper were driven by four main research questions (RQs):
RQ 1: What are the main predictors of the usage-relevant Web sites as a dominant source for information and knowledge about standards in the case of SMEs operating in Serbia?
RQ 2: What are the main predictors of the user services of consultants as a dominant source for information and knowledge about standards in the case of SMEs operating in Serbia?
RQ 3: What are the main predictors of the consumers as a dominant source for information and knowledge about standards in the case of SMEs operating in Serbia?
RQ 4: What are the main predictors of partners and others as a dominant source for information and knowledge about standards in the case of SMEs operating in Serbia?
Research methodology
Study design
In order to find answers to our research questions, a questionnaire survey research method was used to seek the response from representatives of SMEs that operate in Serbia. We used several sources for reaching representatives of SMEsdatabase of companies of the Chamber of Commerce of Republic of Serbia (publicly available contact with basic information on the website of Chamber of Commerce), LinkedIn profiles of companies and direct e-mail contacts. In order to receive as many responses as possible, we created a relatively short and compact questionnaire, taking into account the recommendation for defining a questionnaire and a survey design of Czaja and Blair (2005) . In order to find out what influences the choice of SMEs operating in Serbia, to use predominantly one source for seeking the information and the knowledge about standards, examinees are asked to choose only one dominant source for gaining knowledge. We observed four sourcesrelevant Websites, services of consultants, customers and business and other partners (dependent variables is coded as dummy variables: use = 1 and no use = 0)
Data analysis
For the data analysis and answering our RQs we used descriptive statistics and we conducted a two-group Discriminant Function Analysis (DFA) based on the Wilks' lambda. Interpretation of the DFA is based on discriminant loading because it is less affected by multi co-linearity and more suitable for interpretation in explorative research (Hair et al., 2009 ). According to the same author, discriminate loadings above ±0.40 should be used to identify substantive discriminant (independent) variables even when they are not included in DFA analysis. The Canonical Correlation (CC) coefficient is used to define the percentage of variance in the dependent variable explained by the mutual influence of independent variables. Based on the study of Harlow (2005) , the substantial value of canonical correlation is 0.30 or higher, for example, the value of 0.30 corresponding to about 10% of the variance explained.
Study participants
Questionnaires were sent via LinkedIn and E-mail to 540 companies and we received 143 responds (26.5%), 13 questionnaires being invalid for the reason of not being SMEs or incomplete data and a total of 130 or 24 % questionnaires have been taken into account. Characteristics of the responding companies are presented in table no. 1. 
Results and discussion
In order to analyze the reliability of observed items, we used the reliability coefficient of Cronbach's alpha. According to Hair et al. (2009) , the lower limit for Cronbach's alpha is 0.70, although it may also be decreased to 0.60 in exploratory research. The reliability analysis showed an adequate consistency of the entire scale, wherein it is possible to form a summated scale for: 1) perceived benefits from certification (α = 0.807) and 2) perceived reputation benefits of application of standards (α = 0.738).
 RQ 1: What are the main predictors of the usage of relevant Web sites as a dominant source for information and knowledge about standards in the case of SMEs operating in Serbia?
The dominant variable that influences usage of Websites at observed SMEs, as the dominant source for gaining information and transfer of knowledge about standards, is a number of employees (table no. 2). Only variable x2: Experience in business (years) have discriminant loadings higher than 0.4 (0.43) and can be discussed in this result. The larger SMEs with the longer tradition in business will have more chances to use Websites as a primary source for gaining knowledge about standards. Values of squared canonical correlations suggested that influence of the number of employees is positive and significant, but it corresponded only about 4% to variation between SMEs that use Websites and SMEs that do not use Web Sites as the dominant source of knowledge about standards.  RQ 2: What are the main predictors of the usage services of consultants as a dominant source for information and knowledge about standards in the case of SMEs operating in Serbia?
Variables that have a statistically significant influence on the usage of consultants' services as a dominant source for gaining information and transfer of knowledge about standards are the negative perception of standard and domestic ownership (table no. 2). The variable that has discriminant loadings higher than 0.4, but is not included in function, is the negative perception of benefits of certifications. Those results suggest that domestic SMEs shape their decisions to hire consultants (use their services) predominantly because of their negative perception of standards and standardization. Values of squared canonical correlations suggested that the influence of the negative perception of benefits from standards and domestic ownership is significant, but it corresponded only about 12 % to variation between SMEs that hire consultants and SMEs that do not use services of consultants for the purpose of gaining knowledge about standards.
 RQ 3: What are the main predictors of the consumers as a dominant source for information and knowledge about standards in the case of SMEs operating in Serbia?
Variables that have the statistically significant influence on the usage of customer inputs as the dominant source for gaining information and transfer of knowledge about standards are experiencing in business (years) and negative perception of benefits of standards (Table 2) . The negative perception of certifications has discriminant loadings higher than 0.4 (-0.44). Those results suggest that domestic SMEs are pressured by their B2B customers, trough requirements for standards adoption and second part certifications but SMEs have a negative perception of standards and certification. Values of squared canonical correlations suggested that influence of experience in business, negative perception of benefits from standards and domestic ownership are significant, but it corresponded only about 9 % to variation between SMEs that see customers and SMEs that do not see customers as the dominant source for gaining information and knowledge about standards.
 RQ 4: What are the main predictors of partners and others as a dominant source for information and knowledge about standards in the case of SMEs operating in Serbia?
Our data analysis failed to find any statistically significant influence of observed dependent variables on the choice of observed SMEs to have business partners and other partners as a dominant source for information and gaining knowledge about standards.
Conclusions
The main intention in this article was to explore key factors which affect SMEs' choice of a dominant source for acquiring the information and the knowledge about standards. In the digital era, SMEs still suffer from a lack of resources or capabilities to use the WEB and the Internet for acquiring information and knowledge about standards. Our results showed that observed SMEs operating in Serbia use Websites as the main source for acquiring information and knowledge only if they are larger (medium) and more experienced. In the broader sense, our results agree with findings of the study of Neirotti et al. (2018) that adoption of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in SMEs "has some peculiarities that may depend on the combined effect of size and competitive environment" and that ICT-based capabilities are more diffused among larger SMEs.
Our results showed that domestic SMEs, due negative perception about standards, use services of consultants for the purpose of gaining knowledge about standards. Two problems that have roots in the negative perception of standards are already visible in practicethe inability of domestic SMEs for successful technological catch-up and lowering quality and effects of consultants' work. Those results might indicate, that SMEs' negative perception toward standards and standardization and finding "easy-way" to fulfil minimum requirements of standards by hiring consultants, lead to the absence of learning orientation and balance the exploitation of existing knowledge with an exploration for the new knowledge (Pollard and Svarcova, 2009) . Even though SMEs need to apply standards and benefit from certification, the knowledge about how to use standards and benefit from their use often is not transferred adequately from consultants to SMEs. However, our research results suggest that more attention should be paid to improve the capabilities of SMEs for more active use of digital technologies in order to acquire the knowledge about standards, standardization and related activities. On the other side, the task of many actors: governments, universities, organizations for standardization, consultants and others is to explore why SMEs are missing the chance to benefit from the implementation of standards due to their lack of abilities to use technology-enhanced learning in a digital era. In a knowledge-driven economy, it is important to explore knowledge transfers from supply chain actors, influences of knowledge transfer on performances of companies as well as how knowledge quality also influences these relationships. Our next researches will be dedicated to these issues.
